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			Praise for Crossing the Street

			“As investors work ever-more diligently to discover outsized returns in a complex global landscape, Andy Ho’s book is a welcome and important contribution. His focus on Vietnam is distinctive and well-warranted. The book offers detailed, practical guidance for successful investing in this country, and its insights stem from extensive experience. Further, while the author has clearly had success as an investor, some of the book’s lessons and insights are hard-won and so read not only as good and cautionary advice, but also offer compelling reading. Valuable for investors, those interested in the entrepreneurial landscape of Vietnam, and for those interested in economic development in the wider region.”

			David C. Schmittlein, PhD, Dean and Professor of Marketing at the MIT Sloan School of Management

			“Telling Vietnam’s story is critical to understanding the potential investment opportunities there, and Andy (along with his partner Don Lam) is superb at that. At the same time, he promotes patience and investment discipline as exemplified by the tips and learnings found in this book. Andy imparts universally important investment philosophies yet brings to bear his unique experiences in Vietnam. The frontier aspect of the country (although hopefully not for long), the juggling of international investors’ desire for returns, liquidity and discount management and the unique political environment all have been managed well, and this book provides for a wonderful read.”

			Martin Glynn, VOF Director (2008–2014); Director, Sun Life Assurance Company of Canada; Chairman, Public Sector Pension Investment Board (PSP), Canada; Former President and CEO, HSBC Bank USA

			“Andy Ho has accurately encapsulated the essence of investing in Vietnam. How, you may well ask, is it possible to equate a communist political regime with a dynamic and thriving business culture?

			The answer inevitably has much to do with the dynamism and entrepreneurial spirit of the Vietnamese themselves, but also the extraordinary diaspora of Vietnamese connections across several continents that occurred after 1975. Andy Ho is himself a product of that diaspora who, like many others, returned to his native country.

			I had the good fortune to get to know Andy well and to participate at an early stage in the growth of the Vietnamese economy. These many years later, I continue to hold shares in the fund and remain optimistic about Vietnam’s prospects.”

			William Vanderfelt, VOF Chairman and Director (2004–2013)

		

	
		
			Preface

			It was late 2018 when I was first approached to write a book about my experiences investing in Vietnam. The previous year saw Vietnam’s VN Index rank as the top-performing stock market in the world. Up 48% for the year, it was the talk of the investment industry. The first quarter of 2018 was also very good, with some IPOs and equitisations (or privatisations) of state-owned enterprises (SOEs). The market rose another 19%, again leading global indices. But this exuberance did not last – by the end of 2018, the VN Index had declined by 10%.

			After a volatile year, 2019 ended on a better note, with the VN Index rising by over 7% (though some expected it to be twice that). There were no significant IPOs or equitisations to speak of during the year, but listed companies performed well. Going into 2020, expectations for the stock market were high, with many predicting a growth of 10–20%. But it was not meant to be. By the time I got to writing this book, Covid-19 was sweeping through the world and all bets were off.

			All of this illustrates the unpredictability of the world we live in and of stock markets in particular – especially those in developing countries like Vietnam. Make no mistake though: Vietnam is the last significant opportunity for investors in Southeast Asia. 

			Since 2008, I have been fortunate enough to manage one of the largest Vietnam-focused funds. Listed on the London Stock Exchange, the fund I manage is called the VinaCapital Vietnam Opportunity Fund, or ‘VOF’ for short. Over the course of 12 years, Vietnam’s stock market and economy has experienced numerous ups and downs. Indeed, there’s a long-running joke that Vietnam always seems to be the ‘next big thing’. Yet the country has never quite been able to reach its potential – at least not in the eyes of the global investment community.

			But the stock market is just one indicator of a country’s potential. VOF is unique among the Vietnam-focused funds in that it takes a multi-asset investment approach, investing in publicly traded companies as well as through private equity. In fact, most of our listed equity holdings originally entered our portfolio as private-equity investments. These investments are much more interesting to us as investment managers; they give us the opportunity to play a real role in adding value to the enterprise and, in turn, deliver solid returns to our investors over the long term. 

			Of course, there are no guarantees in investing. Like any other investor, we have had our share of mistakes along the way. Thankfully, those rare mistakes have worked to teach us just as much as our successes, and have helped define and guide how we approach our business. The rules outlined in this book are drawn from our 20 years of experience investing in Vietnam, as well as from others who have also invested in the country.

			Investing in Vietnam, just as investing in any frontier or emerging market, carries risks – and hopefully commensurate returns. The path to development and success is never straight or straightforward. In some ways, change here can happen at a glacial pace and in ways that might leave outsiders scratching their heads. 

			However, some of us have always had confidence that the country would, eventually, build some real traction. It’s why I first returned to Vietnam in 1994, once the United States began normalising its relationship with the country 20 years after the end of the war. 

			In 1977, I left Vietnam as a young child with my family on a boat bound for Malaysia. Like hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese people in those turbulent post-war years – especially those of Chinese heritage – we were seeking a better life. Eventually we made our way to Bridgeport, Connecticut. I didn’t speak English – nor did I speak Vietnamese, as we spoke Cantonese at home – but I quickly learned.

			At that time, the economy in Connecticut was not optimal for refugee families, so my grandfather sought better opportunities by heading west. We eventually settled in Denver, Colorado. Not long after we moved there, my grandfather tragically passed away from a stroke, due in part to the high altitude. 

			I think most of my family appreciated the selection of Denver as a place to plant our roots; it definitely gave me an appreciation for the outdoors. Like any other teenager in Colorado, I learned how to ski and enjoy the outdoors. After graduating from high school, I earned my bachelor’s degree from the University of Colorado and joined Ernst & Young (EY) as an auditor.

			Although I started out in EY’s Denver office, I was quickly transferred to the Hong Kong office before moving to the newly opened office in Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC). EY had just purchased a small accounting firm in Vietnam and needed a team on the ground to start the new operation. I was fortunate to join this team and started to look after clients such as Coca-Cola and BP. It was this opening of EY Vietnam that first brought me back to the country I had fled with my family less than two decades earlier. 

			For nearly two years, I simply spent time in Vietnam, amazed by the excitement and optimism around me. While people were still quite poor and rode bicycles to get around HCMC, it seemed as if everyone had the goal of working hard and saving up to buy a Honda Dream motorbike (which at the time cost about $2,000; to put that in context, university graduates working for some of the few multinationals operating in the country were earning the princely sum of $200–400 a month!).

			The optimism of the Vietnamese people was visible everywhere you looked. It seemed as if everybody was running a business – nearly every house converted their ground floor into some kind of shop, restaurant or other business. Everyone was working and saving. Everything was a start-up. And things were being built everywhere: office towers, apartment buildings and houses, roads, drains, bridges. 

			Ho Chi Minh City was like a real-life version of the computer game SimCity, which was wildly popular in the 1990s. And just like in SimCity, the airport and power plants needed to be developed, as well as a tax system established. Vietnam was still pretty much closed off to the rest of the world, so everything that was happening was kind of like a chemistry experiment in a lab: isolated and with few external influences. It was a fascinating time to be there and to witness a country just beginning to open itself up to the outside world. 

			It was during that two-year stint that I was able to properly learn Vietnamese, since everyone around me spoke it. If I had not been able to learn, I would not be where I am today. Knowing the language has been critical to investing in Vietnam, especially in the private-equity space.

			It was also during my initial assignment in Vietnam that I met Tina Nguyen, the young lady who would become my wife. In 1998, I returned to the US to eventually pursue an MBA at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. A year earlier, Tina moved to Montreal to pursue her career at EY Canada. She joined me in Cambridge in 1999.

			After graduating, Tina and I moved to Austin, Texas, where I joined Dell Ventures, the venture capital arm of Dell Computers. We would eventually do the thing you usually only see in the movies – drive to Las Vegas on 31 December 1999 and get married. We wanted to get married before any potential fallout from the much-hyped Y2K issue – as it turned out, there was next to none.  Anyway, the wedding wasn’t at a drive-through chapel, but at city hall. Elvis was not there either, but my grandmother was. The 45-minute wedding service cost us $75. 

			Dell Ventures was a transformative experience – it really shaped my thinking around entrepreneurship, investing and how small businesses get built. I got to thinking that a lot of it was related to making mistakes. The foundation for what would become my 20 rules was poured.

			As interesting as my time at Dell Ventures was, I left in 2004 for an enormous opportunity to become director of investment with Prudential Vietnam’s fund-management company. In the role, I managed the capital markets portfolio and Prudential’s bank-investment strategy. The chance to work in Vietnam’s investment space was too good to pass up.

			Unlike many Viet Kieu (or overseas Vietnamese), my family were not concerned when I expressed a desire to live in Vietnam full-time with my wife and child. My father had already returned to the country to resume practising as a physician and teaching, and I had other relatives still in the country. They recognised that things had changed since we left, and a level of reconciliation had occurred. If the United States could move forward with Vietnam, so too could many of the people who once left.

			While I was raised in the US and am proud to be American, Vietnam is my home. And though the country faced turmoil and conflict for much of the twentieth century, it is finally coming into its own. All these years later, I continue to be excited by the opportunities it offers.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			First-time visitors to Vietnam will often marvel at the traffic. Motorbikes, cars, buses and trucks all share the roads – and sometimes even the same lanes – and to the uninitiated, it appears that there are very few rules motorists follow.

			They witness vehicles driving on the wrong side of the road, people driving motorbikes on the sidewalk, cars turning left at an intersection from the far-right lane and a range of other practices that would violate the rules of their home countries. But in Vietnam, traffic usually flows like water and reasonably well despite the organised chaos. 

			The real test for visitors (and even long-time residents) is crossing the street. Apart from a few areas in the central business districts, crossing signals are non-existent. And even where there are lights, motorbikes will obliviously whiz through. Afraid of getting run over, many visitors limit their walking tours to peripheral circles around the block. Sure, it’s safer, but they definitely miss some interesting sites.

			So how do you achieve what should be a very simple task? How do you avoid motorbikes, cars and buses all coming at you from various directions? How do you navigate a place where the rules are so different from other countries, if there are rules at all?

			There is a secret to successfully crossing the street that usually works. Some intrepid visitors figure it out, while others are too scared of what they see. 

			It’s actually fairly simple. The traffic in Vietnam flows like water, and drivers will usually go around pedestrians. But that only works if the pedestrian crosses the street with some confidence and at a steady pace. If they panic and stop in the middle of the street, they are likely to get hit. 

			The frenzy of Vietnam’s traffic is a good metaphor for investing in the country. Investors have to be somewhat brave – it is a developing market, after all – and have patience. It can be frustrating at times. But if they understand the hazards and heed the lessons learned by others, it usually works out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: Why Invest in Vietnam

		

	
		
			If you’re reading this book, I assume that you have some interest in or knowledge of Vietnam. Perhaps you took a holiday to the country and were impressed by what you saw. Or you recently read some news about Vietnam and your interest has been piqued. Maybe you’re a retail investor who owns shares in a fund like the one I manage. 

			In my role, I get to spend a fair amount of time standing in front of people talking about why they should invest in Vietnam (hopefully via VOF). In those meetings (or more recently, Zoom calls), I find that knowledge about Vietnam varies wildly. A diminishing minority still hold a view of the country during the war era – rebuilding from the devastation of decades of conflict. And while there are vestiges of the war still being dealt with, Vietnam has come a long way since then.

			Vietnam is something of an enigma. It’s a young country with a history that dates back centuries. It’s a market economy governed by the Communist Party – one of the last five communist countries in the world. In terms of population, Vietnam ranks 15 in the world, while its economy ranks 36 as of 2020. This once closed-off country is now party to more free trade agreements (FTAs) than any other country in Southeast Asia. At the end of 2020, Vietnam signed an FTA with the United Kingdom, the 17th such agreement the country has entered into.

			Why invest in Vietnam? It comes

			
					A substantial population of nearly 100 million people, two-thirds of whom are below the age of 35 – it’s the last significantly sized market in Asia to develop.

					A fast-growing middle class of nearly 30 million, who are driving an economy that is based largely on the consumption of goods and services.

					Asia’s quick urbanisation rate, which is creating demand for new housing and infrastructure.

					A growing manufacturing sector that is quickly transforming into the production hub of Southeast Asia thanks to low wages and a reasonably well-educated workforce.

					Stability across a range of metrics, including currency, inflation, and government.

					A government that is committed to fully integrating into the global economy and to continued economic reforms that attract investment and ultimately improve the lives of the Vietnamese people
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